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To Jake,

The bravest boy I know.

Love, Mom
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PROLOGUE

When the monster finally came through the door, he was wearing a mask.

She stared and stared at him, amazed that no one else could see through the disguise. He was the neighbor next door, watering his forsythia. He was the stranger who smiled across an elevator. He was the kind man who took a toddler’s hand to help him cross the street. Can’t you see? she wanted to scream. Don’t you know?

Beneath her, the chair was unforgiving. Her hands were folded as neatly as a schoolgirl’s, her shoulders were squared; but her heart was all out of rhythm, a jellyfish writhing in her chest. When had breathing become something she had to consciously remember to do?

Bailiffs flanked him, guiding him past the prosecutor’s table, in front of the judge, toward the spot where the defense attorney was sitting. From the corner came the sibilant hum of a TV camera. It was a familiar scene, but she realized she had never seen it from this angle. Change your point of view, and the perspective is completely different.

The truth sat in her lap, heavy as a child. She was going to do this.

That knowledge, which should have stopped her short, instead coursed through her limbs like brandy. For the first time in weeks, she didn’t feel as if she were sleepwalking on the ocean floor, her lungs fiery, holding on to the breath she’d taken before she went under—a breath that would have been bigger, more deliberate, had she known what was coming. In this horrible place, watching this horrible man, she suddenly felt normal again. And with this feeling came the most wonderfully normal thoughts: that she hadn’t wiped down the kitchen table after breakfast; that the library book which had gone missing was behind the dirty clothes hamper; that her car was fifteen hundred miles overdue to have the oil changed. That in the next two seconds, the bailiffs escorting him would step back to give him privacy to speak to his attorney.

In her purse, her fingers slipped over the smooth leather cover of her checkbook, her sunglasses, a lipstick, the furry nut of a Life Saver, lost from its package. She found what she was looking for and grabbed it, surprised to see that it fit with the same familiar comfort as her husband’s hand.

One step, two, three, that was all it took to come close enough to the monster to smell his fear, to see the black edge of his coat against the white collar of his shirt. Black and white, that was what it came down to.

For a second she wondered why no one had stopped her. Why no one had realized that this moment was inevitable; that she was going to come in here and do just this. Even now, the people who knew her the best hadn’t grabbed for her as she rose from her seat.

That was when she realized she was wearing a disguise, just like the monster. It was so clever, so authentic; nobody really knew what she had turned into. But now she could feel it cracking into pieces. Let the whole world see, she thought, as the mask fell away. And she knew as she pressed the gun to the defendant’s head, she knew as she shot him four times in quick succession, that at this moment she would not have recognized herself.

I

When we are struck at without a reason, we should strike back again very hard; I am sure we should—so hard as to teach the person who struck us never to do it again.

—Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre

We’re in the woods, just the two of us. I have on my best sneakers, the ones with rainbow laces and the place on the back that Mason chewed through when he was just a puppy. Her steps are bigger than mine, but it’s a game—I try to jump into the hole her shoes leave behind. I’m a frog; I’m a kangaroo; I’m magic.

When I walk, it sounds like cereal getting poured for breakfast.

Crunch. “My legs hurt,” I tell her.

“It’s just a little bit longer.”

“I don’t want to walk,” I say, and I sit right there, because if I don’t move she won’t either.

She leans down and points, but the trees are like the legs of tall people I can’t see around. “Do you see it yet?” she asks me.

I shake my head. Even if I could see it, I would have told her I couldn’t.

She picks me up and puts me on her shoulders. “The pond,” she says. “Can you see the pond?”

From up here, I can. It is a piece of sky, lying on the ground.

When Heaven breaks, who fixes it?



ONE

I have always been best at closings.

Without any significant forethought, I can walk into a courtroom, face a jury, and deliver a speech that leaves them burning for justice. Loose ends drive me crazy; I have to tidy things up to the point where I can put them behind me and move on to the next case. My boss tells anyone who’ll listen that he prefers to hire prosecutors who were waiters and waitresses in former lives—that is, used to juggling a load. But I worked in the gift-wrapping department of Filene’s to put myself through law school, and it shows.

This morning, I’ve got a closing on a rape trial and a competency hearing. In the afternoon, I have to meet with a DNA scientist about a bloodstain inside a wrecked car, which revealed brain matter belonging to neither the drunk driver accused of negligent homicide nor the female passenger who was killed. All of this is running through my mind when Caleb sticks his head into the bathroom. The reflection of his face rises like a moon in the mirror. “How’s Nathaniel?”

I turn off the water and wrap a towel around myself. “Sleeping,” I say.

Caleb’s been out in his shed, loading his truck. He does stonework—brick paths, fireplaces, granite steps, stone walls. He smells of winter, a scent that comes to Maine at the same time local apples come to harvest. His flannel shirt is streaked with the dust that coats bags of concrete. “How is his fever?” Caleb asks, washing his hands in the sink.

“He’s fine,” I answer, although I haven’t checked on my son; haven’t even seen him yet this morning.

I am hoping that if I wish hard enough, this will be true. Nathaniel wasn’t really that sick last night, and he wasn’t running a temperature above 99 degrees. He didn’t seem himself, but that alone wouldn’t keep me from sending him to school—especially on a day when I’m due in court. Every working mother has been caught between this Scylla and Charybdis. I can’t give a hundred percent at home because of my work; I can’t give a hundred percent at work because of my home; and I live in fear of the moments, like these, when the two collide.

“I’d stay home, but I can’t miss this meeting. Fred’s got the clients coming to review the plans, and we’re all supposed to put in a good showing.” Caleb looks at his watch and groans. “In fact, I was late ten minutes ago.” His day starts early and ends early, like most subcontractors. It means that I bear the brunt of getting Nathaniel to school, while Caleb is in charge of the pickup. He moves around me, gathering his wallet and his baseball cap. “You won’t send him to school if he’s sick . . .”

“Of course not,” I say, but heat creeps beneath the neck of my blouse. Two Tylenol will buy me time; I could be finished with the rape case before getting a call from Miss Lydia to come get my son. I think this, and in the next second, hate myself for it.

“Nina.” Caleb puts his big hands on my shoulders. I fell in love with Caleb because of those hands, which can touch me as if I am a soap bubble certain to burst, yet are powerful enough to hold me together when I am in danger of falling to pieces.

I slide my own hands up to cover Caleb’s. “He’ll be fine,” I insist, the power of positive thinking. I give him my prosecutor’s smile, crafted to convince. “We’ll be fine.”

Caleb takes a while to let himself believe this. He is a smart man, but he’s methodical and careful. He will finish one project with exquisite finesse before moving on to the next, and he makes decisions the same way. I’ve spent seven years hoping that lying next to him each night will cause some of his deliberation to rub off, as if a lifetime together might soften both our extremes.

“I’ll get Nathaniel at four-thirty,” Caleb says, a line that, in the language of parenting, means what I love you once did.

I feel his lips brush the top of my head as I work the clasp on the back of my skirt. “I’ll be home by six.” I love you, too.

He walks toward the door, and when I look up I am struck by pieces of him—the breadth of his shoulders, the tilt of his grin, the way his toes turn in in his big construction boots. Caleb sees me watching. “Nina,” he says, and that smile, it tips even more. “You’re late too.”

•  •  •

The clock on the nightstand says 7:41. I have nineteen minutes to rouse and feed my son, stuff him into his clothes and his car seat, and make the drive across Biddeford to his school with enough time to get myself to the superior court in Alfred by 9:00.

My son sleeps hard, a cyclone in his sheets. His blond hair is too long; he needed a haircut a week ago. I sit on the edge of the bed. What’s two seconds more, when you get to watch a miracle?

I wasn’t supposed to get pregnant five years ago. I wasn’t supposed to get pregnant, ever, thanks to a butcher of an OB who removed an ovarian cyst when I was twenty-two. When I had been weak and vomiting for weeks, I went to see an internist, certain I was dying from some dread parasite, or that my body was rejecting its own organs. But the blood test said there was nothing wrong. Instead, there was something so impossibly right that for months afterward, I kept the lab results taped to the inside of the medicine cabinet of the bathroom: the burden of proof.

Nathaniel looks younger when he’s asleep, with one hand curled under his cheek and the other wrapped tight around a stuffed frog. There are nights I watch him, marveling at the fact that five years ago I did not know this person who has since transformed me. Five years ago I would not have been able to tell you that the whites of a child’s eyes are clearer than fresh snow; that a little boy’s neck is the sweetest curve on his body. I would never have considered knotting a dish towel into a pirate’s bandanna and stalking the dog for his buried treasure, or experimenting on a rainy Sunday to see how many seconds it takes to explode a marshmallow in the microwave. The face I give to the world is not the one I save for Nathaniel: After years of seeing the world in absolutes, he has taught me how to pick out all the shades of possibility.

I could lie and tell you that I never would have gone to law school or become a prosecutor if I’d expected to have children. It’s a demanding job, one you take home, one you cannot fit around soccer games and nursery school Christmas pageants. The truth is, I have always loved what I do; it’s how I define myself: Hello, I’m Nina Frost, assistant district attorney. But I also am Nathaniel’s mother, and I wouldn’t trade that label for the world. There is no majority share; I am split down the middle, fifty-fifty. However, unlike most parents, who lie awake at night worrying about the horrors that could befall a child, I have the chance to do something about them. I’m a white knight, one of fifty lawyers responsible for cleaning up the state of Maine before Nathaniel makes his way through it.

Now, I touch his forehead—cool—and smile. With a finger I trace the slight bow of his cheek, the seam of his lips. Asleep, he bats my hand away, buries his fists under the covers. “Hey,” I whisper into his ear. “We need to get moving.” When he doesn’t stir, I pull the covers down—and the thick ammonia scent of urine rises from the mattress.

Not today. But I smile, just like the doctor said to when accidents happen for Nathaniel, my five-year-old who’s been toilet trained for three years. When his eyes open—Caleb’s eyes, sparkling and brown and so engaging that people used to stop me on the street to play with my baby in his stroller—I see that moment of fear when he thinks he’s going to be punished. “Nathaniel,” I sigh, “these things happen.” I help him off the bed and start to peel his damp pajamas from his skin, only to have him fight me in earnest.

One wild punch lands on my temple, driving me back. “For God’s sake, Nathaniel!” I snap. But it’s not his fault that I’m late; it’s not his fault that he’s wet the bed. I take a deep breath and work the fabric over his ankles and feet. “Let’s just get you cleaned off, okay?” I say more gently, and he defeatedly slides his hand into mine.

My son tends to be unusually sunny. He finds music in the stifled sounds of traffic, speaks the language of toads. He never walks when he can scramble; he sees the world with the reverence of a poet. So this boy, the one eyeing me warily over the lip of the tub, is not one I recognize. “I’m not mad at you.” Nathaniel ducks his head, embarrassed. “Everyone has accidents. Remember when I ran over your bike last year, with the car? You were upset—but you knew I didn’t mean to do it. Right?” I might as well be talking to one of Caleb’s granite blocks. “Fine, give me the silent treatment.” But even this backfires; I cannot tease him into a response. “Ah, I know what will make you feel better . . . you can wear your Disney World sweatshirt. That’s two days in a row.”

If he had the option, Nathaniel would wear it every day. In his room, I overturn the contents of every drawer, only to find the sweatshirt tangled in the pile of soiled sheets. Spying it, he pulls it free and starts to tug it over his head. “Hang on,” I say, taking it away. “I know I promised, but it’s got pee all over it, Nathaniel. You can’t go to school in this. It has to be washed first.” Nathaniel’s lower lip begins to tremble, and suddenly I—the skilled arbitrator—am reduced to a plea bargain. “Honey, I swear, I’ll wash this tonight. You can wear it for the rest of the week. And all of next week, too. But right now, I need your help. I need us to eat fast, so that we can leave on time. All right?”

Ten minutes later, we have reached agreement, thanks to my complete capitulation. Nathaniel is wearing the damn Disney World sweatshirt, which has been hand-rinsed, hastily spun through the dryer, and sprayed with a pet deodorizer. Maybe Miss Lydia will have allergies; maybe no one will notice the stain above Mickey’s wide smile. I hold up two cereal boxes. “Which one?” Nathaniel shrugs, and by now I’m convinced his silence has less to do with shame than getting a rise out of me. Incidentally, it’s working.

I set him down at the counter with a bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios while I pack his lunch. “Noodles,” I announce with flair, trying to boost him out of his blue funk. “And . . . ooh! A drumstick from dinner last night! Three Oreos . . . and celery sticks, so that Miss Lydia doesn’t yell at Mommy again about nutrition pyramids. There.” I zip up the insulated pack and put it into Nathaniel’s backpack, grab a banana for my own breakfast, then check the clock on the microwave. I give Nathaniel two more Tylenol to take—it won’t hurt him this once, and Caleb will never know. “Okay,” I say. “We have to go.”

Nathaniel slowly puts on his sneakers and holds out each small foot to me to have the laces tied. He can zip up his own fleece jacket; shimmy into his own backpack. It is enormous on those thin shoulders; sometimes from behind he reminds me of Atlas, carrying the weight of the world.

Driving, I slide in Nathaniel’s favorite cassette—the Beatles’ White Album, of all things—but not even “Rocky Raccoon” can snap him out of this mood. Clearly, he’s gotten up on the wrong side of the bed—the wet side, I think, sighing. A tiny voice inside me says I should just be grateful that in approximately fifteen minutes it will be someone else’s problem.

In the rearview mirror, I watch Nathaniel play with the dangling strap of his backpack, pleating it into halves and thirds. We come to the stop sign at the bottom of the hill. “Nathaniel,” I whisper, just loud enough to be heard over the hum of the engine. When he glances up, I cross my eyes and stick out my tongue.

Slowly, slow as his father, he smiles at me.

On the dashboard, I see that it is 7:56. Four minutes ahead of schedule.

We are doing even better than I thought.

•  •  •

The way Caleb Frost sees it, you build a wall to keep something unwanted out . . . or to hold something precious in. He considers this often when he builds, fitting sparkling granite and craggy limestone into niches, a three-dimensional puzzle drawn thick and straight across the edge of a lawn. He likes to think of the families inside these baileys he constructs: insulated, safe, protected. Of course, this is ridiculous. His stone walls are knee-high, not castle-worthy. They have large gaps in them for driveways and paths and grape arbors. And yet every time he drives past a property he’s shaped with his own heavy hands, he pictures the parents sitting down to dinner with their children, harmony wrapping the table like mosquito netting, as if literal foundations might lay the pattern for emotional ones.

He stands at the edge of the Warren property with Fred, their contractor, as they all wait for Caleb to put on a show. Right now, the land is thick with birches and maples, some tagged to show the potential location of the house and the septic system. Mr. and Mrs. Warren stand so close they are touching. She is pregnant; her belly brushes her husband’s hip.

“Well,” Caleb begins. His job is to convince these people that they need a stone wall surrounding their property, instead of the six-foot fence they are also considering. But words are not his specialty; that’s for Nina. Beside him, Fred clears his throat, prompting.

Caleb cannot sweet-talk this couple; he can only see what lies ahead for them: a white Colonial, with a screened porch. A Labrador, leaping to catch monarch butterflies in his mouth. A row of bulbs that will, next year, be tulips. A little girl riding a tricycle, with streamers flying from the handlebars down the length of the drive, until she reaches the barrier Caleb has crafted—the limit, she has been told, of where she is safe.

He imagines himself bent over this spot, creating something solid in a space where there had been nothing before. He imagines this family, three of them by then, tucked within these walls. “Mrs. Warren,” Caleb asks with a smile, the right words finally coming. “When are you due?”

•  •  •

In one corner of the playground, Lettie Wiggs is crying. She does this all the time, pretends that Danny socked her when the truth is she just wants to see if she can get Miss Lydia to come running from whatever it is Miss Lydia’s doing. Danny knows it too, and Miss Lydia, and everyone, except for Lettie, who cries and cries as if it’s going to get her somewhere.

He walks past her. Walks past Danny, too, who isn’t Danny anymore, but a pirate, clinging to a barrel after a shipwreck. “Hey, Nathaniel,” says Brianna. “Check this out.” She is crouched behind the shed that holds soccer balls as soft as ripe melons, and the ride-on bulldozer that you can only ride on for five minutes before it’s someone else’s turn. A silver spider has stretched a web from the wood to the fence behind it, zagged like a shoelace. At one spot a knot the size of a dime is tangled in the silk.

“That’s a fly.” Cole pushes his glasses up on his nose. “The spider, she wrapped it up for her dinner.”

“That’s so gross,” Brianna says, but she leans closer.

Nathaniel stands with his hands in his pockets. He thinks about the fly, how it stepped onto the web and got stuck, like the time Nathaniel walked into a snowdrift last winter and lost his boot in the muck at the bottom. He wonders if the fly was just as scared as Nathaniel had been of coming in barefoot through the snow, of what his mother would say. Probably the fly had just figured it was going to take a rest. Probably it had stopped for a second to see how the sun looked like a rainbow through that web, and the spider grabbed him before he could get away.

“Bet she eats the head first,” Cole says.

Nathaniel imagines the wings of the fly, pinned to its back as it is turned and wrapped tight. He lifts his hand and slashes it through the web; walks away.

Brianna is fuming. “Hey!” she yells. And then, “Miss Lydia!”

But Nathaniel doesn’t listen. He looks up, surveying the top beam of the swings and the jungle gym with the slide that’s as shiny as the blade of a knife. The jungle gym is taller by a few inches. Settling his hands on the rungs of the wooden ladder, he begins to climb.

Miss Lydia doesn’t see him. His sneakers send down a rain of tiny pebbles and dirt, but he balances. Up here, he is taller than his father, even. He thinks that maybe the cloud behind him has an angel fast asleep in its center.

Nathaniel closes his eyes and jumps, his arms glued to his sides like that fly’s. He doesn’t try to break his fall, just hits hard, because it hurts less than everything else.

•  •  •

“Best croissants,” Peter Eberhardt says, as if we have been in the middle of a conversation, although I’ve only just walked up to stand beside him at the coffee machine.

“The Left Bank,” I answer. We might as well be in the middle of a conversation, come to think of it. Except this one has been ongoing for years.

“A little closer to home?”

This I have to think about. “Mamie’s.” It’s a diner in Springvale. “Worst haircut?”

Peter laughs. “Me, in my middle school yearbook.”

“I was thinking of it as a verb, not a noun.”

“Oh, well, then. Wherever Angeline gets her perm.” He holds out the coffee and fills my cup for me, but I’m laughing so hard some of it spills on the floor. Angeline is the clerk of the South District Court, and her coiffure resembles something between a muskrat curled on her head and a plate of buttered bowtie noodles.

This is our game, Peter and me. It began when we were both assistant DAs in the West District, splitting our time between Springvale and York. In Maine, defendants can come to court and plead innocent, guilty, or request to meet with the prosecutor. Peter and I would sit across from each other at a desk, trading court complaints like aces in a poker game. You do this traffic ticket, I’m sick of them. Okay, but that means you get this trespassing charge. I see Peter far less now that we are both trying felonies in the superior court, but he is still the person I’m closest to in the office. “Best quote of the day?”

It is only ten-thirty; the best may be to come. But I put on my prosecutor’s face and look solemnly at Peter, and give him an instant replay of my closing in the rape case. “In fact, ladies and gentlemen, there is only one act that would be more criminally reprehensible, more violating, than what this man did—and that would be to set him free to do it again.”

Peter whistles through the space in his front teeth. “Ooh, you are the drama queen.”

“That’s why they pay me the big bucks.” I stir creamer into my coffee, watch it clot like blood on the surface. It reminds me of the brain matter case. “How goes the domestic abuse trial?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I am so freaking sick of victims. They’re so . . .”

“Needy?” I say dryly.

“Yes!” Peter sighs. “Wouldn’t it be nice to just get through a case without having to deal with all their baggage?”

“Ah, but then you might as well be a defense attorney.” I take a gulp of the coffee, leave the cup on the counter, three-quarters full. “See, if you ask me, I’d rather get through a case without them.”

Peter laughs. “Poor Nina. You’ve got your competency hearing next, don’t you?”

“So?”

“So, whenever you have to face Fisher Carrington you look . . . well, like I did in that middle school yearbook. On the verge of being scalped.”

As prosecutors, we have a tenuous relationship with the local defense attorneys. Most of them we hold a grudging respect for; after all, they are just doing their jobs. But Carrington is a different breed. Harvard-educated, silver-haired, stately—he is everyone’s father; he is the distinguished elder gentleman offering advice to live by. He is the sort of man juries want to believe, just on general principle. It has happened to all of us at one time or another: We put up a mountain of hard evidence against his Newman-blue eyes and knowing smile, and the defendant walks.

Needless to say, we all hate Fisher Carrington.

Having to face him at a competency hearing is like getting to Hell and finding out that the only food available is raw liver—insult added to injury.

Legally, competency is defined as being able to communicate in a way that the fact finder can understand. For example, a dog may be able to sniff out drug evidence but can’t testify. For children at the center of sexual abuse cases—ones where the abuser hasn’t confessed—the only way to get a conviction is to get the kid to testify. But before that happens, the judge has to determine that the witness can communicate, knows the difference between the truth and a lie . . . and understands that in court you have to tell the truth. Which means that when I am trying a sexual abuse case with a young child, I routinely file a motion for a competency hearing.

So: Imagine you are five years old and have been brave enough to confess to your mother that your daddy rapes you every night, although he’s said he’ll kill you for telling. Now imagine that, as a practice run, you have to go to a courtroom that seems as big as a football stadium. You have to answer questions a prosecutor asks you. And then you have to answer questions fired at you by a stranger, a lawyer who makes you so confused that you cry and ask him to stop. And because every defendant has the right to face his accuser, you have to do all this while your daddy is staring you down just six feet away.

Two things can happen here. Either you are found incompetent to stand trial, which means the judge throws out the case, and you don’t have to go to court again . . . although you have nightmares for weeks afterward about that lawyer asking you horrible questions, and the look on your father’s face, and most likely, the abuse continues. Or, you are found competent, and you get to repeat this little scene all over again . . . this time, with dozens of people watching.

I may be a prosecutor, but I’m also the first to tell that if you cannot communicate in a certain way, you cannot get justice in the American legal system. I have tried hundreds of sexual abuse cases, seen hundreds of children on that stand. I have been one of the lawyers who tugs and pulls at them, until they reluctantly let go of the make-believe world they’ve dreamed to block out the truth. All this, in the name of a conviction. But you cannot convince me that a competency hearing itself doesn’t traumatize a child. You cannot convince me that even if I win that hearing, somehow, the child doesn’t.

As defense attorneys go, Fisher Carrington is quite respectful. He doesn’t reduce children to jelly on their high stools in the witness box; he doesn’t try to disorient them. He acts like a grandfather who will give them lollipops if they tell the truth. In all but one case we both tried, he managed to have the child declared incompetent to stand trial, and the perp walked out free. In the other case, I convicted his client.

The defendant spent three years in jail.

The victim spent seven years in therapy.

I look up at Peter. “Best-case scenario,” I challenge.

“Huh?”

“Yeah,” I say softly. “That’s my point.”

•  •  •

When Rachel was five, her parents got a divorce—the kind that involved bitter mudslinging, hidden bank accounts, and cans of paint splashed on the driveway at midnight. A week later, Rachel told her mother that her daddy used to stick his finger inside her vagina.

She has told me that one time, she was wearing a Little Mermaid nightgown and eating Froot Loops at the kitchen table. The second time, she was wearing a pink Cinderella nightgown and watching a Franklin video in her parents’ bedroom. Rachel’s mother, Miriam, has verified that her daughter had a Little Mermaid nightgown, and a Cinderella nightgown, the summer she was three years old. She remembers borrowing the Franklin video from her sister-in-law. Back then, she and her husband were still living together. Back then, there were times she left her husband alone with their little girl.

There are a lot of people who’d wonder how on earth a five-year-old can remember what happened to her when she was three. God, Nathaniel can’t even tell me what he did yesterday. But then, they have not heard Rachel tell the same story over and over. They have not talked to psychiatrists, who say that a traumatic event might stick like a thorn in the throat of a child. They do not see, as I do, that since her father has moved out, Rachel has blossomed. And even without all that—how can I overlook the word of any child? What if the one I choose to discount is one who has been truly hurt?

Today, Rachel sits on my swivel chair in my office, twirling in circles. Her braids reach the tops of her shoulders, and her legs are as skinny as matchsticks. This is not the optimal place to hold a quiet interview, but then again, my office never is. There are cops running in and out, and the secretary I share with the other district attorneys chooses this moment, of course, to put a file on my desk. “Is it going to take long?” Miriam asks, her eyes never veering from her daughter.

“I hope not,” I tell her, and then greet Rachel’s grandmother, who will be in the gallery for emotional support during the hearing. Because she is a witness herself, Miriam isn’t allowed to be there. Yet another catch-22: The child on the stand, in most cases, doesn’t even have the security of a mother close by.

“Is this really necessary?” Miriam asks for the hundredth time.

“Yes.” I say it flatly, staring her in the eye. “Your ex-husband has rejected our offer of a plea. That means Rachel’s testimony is the only thing I’ve got to prove it even happened.” Kneeling in front of Rachel, I stop the motion of the swivel chair. “You know what?” I confess. “Sometimes, when my door’s closed, I spin around too.”

Rachel folds her arms around a stuffed animal. “Do you get dizzy?”

“No. I pretend I’m flying.”

The door opens. Patrick, my oldest friend, sticks his head inside. He’s wearing full dress blues, instead of his usual detective’s street clothes. “Hey, Nina—did you hear that the post office had to recall its series of Famous Defense Attorney stamps? People didn’t know which side to spit on.”

“Detective Ducharme,” I say pointedly. “I’m a little busy now.”

He blushes; it sets off his eyes. As kids, I used to tease him about those. I convinced him once, when we were about Rachel’s age, that his were blue because there was no brain in his skull, just empty space and clouds. “Sorry—I didn’t realize.” He has captivated all the women in the room just like that; if he wanted to, he could suggest they do jumping jacks and they’d probably begin calisthenics right away. What makes Patrick Patrick is that he doesn’t want to; he never has.

“Ms. Frost,” he says formally, “are we still on for our meeting this afternoon?”

Our meeting is a long-standing weekly luncheon date at a hole-in-the-wall bar and grill in Sanford.

“We are.” I’m dying to know why Patrick’s dressed to the nines; what’s brought him to the superior court—as a detective in Biddeford, his stomping grounds are more often the district courthouse. But all this will have to wait. I hear the door close behind Patrick as I turn back to Rachel. “I see you brought a friend with you today. You know, I think you’re the first kid who’s ever brought in a hippo to show to Judge McAvoy.”

“Her name is Louisa.”

“I like that. I like your hairdo, too.”

“I got to have pancakes this morning,” Rachel says.

That earns a nod of approval for Miriam; it’s crucial that Rachel’s eaten a good breakfast. “It’s ten o’clock. We’d better go.”

There are tears in Miriam’s eyes as she bends down to Rachel’s height. “This is the part where Mommy has to wait outside,” she says, and she’s trying hard not to cry, but it’s there in her voice, in the way the sounds are too round, overstuffed with pain.

When Nathaniel was two and broke his arm, I stood in the ER as the bones were set and put in their cast. He was brave—so brave, not crying out, not once—but his free hand held onto mine so tightly that his fingernails left little half-moons in my palm. The whole time I was thinking that I would gladly break my arm, my heart, myself, if it meant my son wouldn’t have to hurt like this.

Rachel is one of the easier ones; she is nervous but not a wreck. Miriam is doing the right thing. I will make this as painless as possible for both of them.

“Mommy,” Rachel says, the reality hitting like a tropical storm. Her hippo falls to the floor and there is no other way to describe it: She tries to crawl inside her mother’s skin.

I walk out of my office and close my door, because I have a job to do.

•  •  •

“Mr. Carrington,” the judge asks, “why are we putting a five-year-old on the stand here? Isn’t there any way to resolve this case?”

Fisher crosses his legs and frowns a little. He has this down to an art. “Your Honor, the last thing I want is for this case to proceed.”

I’ll bet, I think.

“But my client cannot accept the state’s offer. From the first day he set foot in my office, he’s denied these events. Moreover, the state has no physical evidence and no witnesses . . . . All Ms. Frost has, in fact, is a child with a mother who’s hell-bent on destroying her estranged husband.”

“We don’t care if he goes to jail at this point, Your Honor,” I interrupt. “We just want him to give up custody and visitation.”

“My client is Rachel’s biological father. He understands that the child may have been poisoned against him, but he isn’t willing to give up his parental rights to a daughter he loves and cherishes.”

Yadda yadda yadda. I’m not even listening. I don’t have to; Fisher grandstanded to me on the phone when he called to reject my last plea bargain. “All right,” Judge McAvoy sighs. “Let’s get her up there.”

The court is empty, except for me, Rachel, her grandmother, the judge, Fisher, and the defendant. Rachel sits by her grandmother, twirling her stuffed hippopotamus’s tail. I lead her to the witness box, but when she sits down, she cannot see over the railing.

Judge McAvoy turns to his clerk. “Roger, why don’t you run into my chambers and see if there’s a stool for Miss Rachel.”

It takes a few more minutes of adjustments. “Hi, Rachel. How are you?” I begin.

“I’m okay,” she says, in the smallest voice.

“May I approach the witness, Your Honor?” Closer up, I won’t be as intimidating. I keep smiling so hard my jaw begins to hurt. “Can you tell me your whole name, Rachel?”

“Rachel Elizabeth Marx.”

“How old are you?”

“Five.” She holds up the fingers to show me proof.

“Did you have a party on your birthday?”

“Yes.” Rachel hesitates, then adds, “A princess one.”

“I bet it was fun. Did you get any presents?”

“Uh-huh. I got the Swimming Barbie. She does the backstroke.”

“Who do you live with, Rachel?”

“My mommy,” she says, but her eyes slide toward the defense table.

“Does anybody else live with you?”

“Not anymore.” A whisper.

“Did you used to live with someone else?”

“Yes,” Rachel nods. “My daddy.”

“Do you go to school, Rachel?”

“I’m in Mrs. Montgomery’s class.”

“Do you have rules there?”

“Yes. Don’t hit and raise your hand to talk and don’t climb up the slide.”

“What happens if you don’t follow the rules in school?”

“My teacher gets mad.”

“Do you understand the difference between telling the truth and telling a lie?”

“The truth is when you tell what happened, and a lie is when you make something up.”

“That’s right. And the rule in court, where we are right now, is that you have to tell the truth when we ask you questions. You can’t make anything up. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“If you lie to your mom, what happens?”

“She gets mad at me.”

“Can you promise that everything you say today is going to be the truth?”

“Uh-huh.”

I breathe deeply. First hurdle, cleared. “Rachel, the man over there with the silver hair, his name is Mr. Carrington. He’s got some questions for you too. Do you think you can talk to him?”

“Okay,” Rachel says, but she’s getting nervous now. This was the part I couldn’t tell her about; the part where I didn’t have all the answers.

Fisher stands up, oozing security. “Hi there, Rachel.”

She narrows her eyes. I love this kid. “Hi.”

“What’s your bear’s name?”

“She’s a hippo.” Rachel says this with the disdain that only a child can pull off, when an adult stares right at the bucket on her head and cannot see that it is a space helmet.

“Do you know who’s sitting with me at that table over there?”

“My daddy.”

“Have you seen your daddy lately?”

“No.”

“But you remember when you and your daddy and your mommy all lived together in the same house?” Fisher’s hands are in his pockets. His voice is as soft as flannel.

“Uh-huh.”

“Did your mommy and daddy fight a lot in the brown house?”

“Yes.”

“And after that, your daddy moved out?”

Rachel nods, then remembers what I’ve told her about having to say your answer out loud. “Yes,” she murmurs.

“After your daddy moved out, then you told somebody that something happened to you . . . something about your daddy, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You told somebody that Daddy touched your pee-pee?”

“Yes.”

“Who did you tell?”

“Mommy.”

“What did Mommy do when you told her?”

“She cried.”

“Do you remember how old you were when Daddy touched your pee-pee?”

Rachel chews on her lip. “It was back when I was a baby.”

“Were you going to school, then?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you remember if it was hot or cold outside?”

“I, um, I don’t know.”

“Do you remember whether it was dark outside, or light?”

Rachel starts rocking on the stool, shaking her head.

“Was Mommy home?”

“I don’t know,” she whispers, and my heart plummets. This is the point where we will lose her.

“You said you were watching Franklin. Was that on TV, or was it a video?”

By now, Rachel isn’t even making eye contact with Fisher, or with any of us. “I don’t know.”

“That’s all right, Rachel,” Fisher says calmly. “It’s hard to remember, sometimes.”

At the prosecutor’s table, I roll my eyes.

“Rachel, did you talk to your mommy before you came to court this morning?”

At last: Something she knows. Rachel lifts her head and smiles, proud. “Yes!”

“Is this morning the first time you talked to Mommy about coming to court?”

“Nope.”

“Have you met Nina before today?”

“Uh-huh.”

Fisher smiles. “How many times have you talked to her?”

“A whole bunch.”

“A bunch. Did she tell you what to say when you got up into this little box?”

“Yes.”

“And did she tell you that you needed to say that Daddy touched you?”

“Yes.”

“Did Mommy tell you that you needed to say that Daddy touched you?”

Rachel nods, the tips of her braids dancing. “Uh-huh.”

I begin to close my file on this case; I already know where Fisher’s going; what he has done. “Rachel,” he says, “did your mommy tell you what would happen today if you came in here and said that Daddy touched your pee-pee?”

“Yes. She said she would be proud of me, for being such a good girl.”

“Thank you, Rachel,” Fisher says, and sits down.

Ten minutes later, Fisher and I stand in front of the judge in chambers. “I’m not suggesting, Ms. Frost, that you put words in that child’s head,” the judge says. “I am suggesting, however, that she believes she is doing what you and her mother want her to do.”

“Your Honor,” I begin.

“Ms. Frost, the child’s loyalties to her mother are much stronger than her loyalty to a witness oath. Under those circumstances, any conviction the state might secure could be overturned anyway.” He looks at me, not without sympathy. “Maybe six months from now, things will be different, Nina.” The judge clears his throat. “I’m finding the witness not competent to stand trial. Does the state have another motion in regard to this case?”

I can feel Fisher’s eyes on me, sympathetic instead of victorious, and this makes me fume. “I need to talk to the mother and child, but I believe the state will be filing a motion to dismiss without prejudice.” It means that as Rachel grows older, we can recall the charge and try again. Of course, Rachel might not be brave enough for that. Or her mother might just want her to get on with life, instead of reliving the past. The judge knows this, and I know this, and there is nothing either of us can do about it. It’s simply the way the system works.

Fisher Carrington and I walk out of chambers. “Thank you, counselor,” he says, and I don’t answer. We veer off in different directions, magnets repelled.

•  •  •

This is why I’m angry: 1) I lost. 2) I was supposed to be on Rachel’s side, but I turned out to be the bad guy. After all, I am the one who made her undergo a competency hearing, and it was all for nothing.

But none of this shows in my face as I lean down to talk to Rachel, who is waiting in my office. “You were so brave today. I know you told the truth and I’m proud of you, and your mom’s proud of you. And the good news is, you did such a great job, you don’t have to do it again.” I make sure I look her in the eye as I say this, so it slips inside, praise she can carry in her pockets. “I need to talk to your mom, now, Rachel. Can you wait outside with your grandma?”

Miriam falls apart before Rachel has closed the door behind herself. “What happened in there?”

“The judge found Rachel not competent.” I recount the testimony she didn’t hear. “It means we can’t prosecute your ex-husband.”

“How am I supposed to protect her, then?”

I fold my hands on my desk, gripping the edge tight. “I know you have a lawyer representing you in your divorce, Mrs. Marx. And I’d be happy to call him for you. There’s still a social services investigation going on, and maybe they can do something to curtail or supervise the visitations . . . but the fact is, we can’t put on a criminal prosecution right now. Maybe when Rachel gets older.”

“By the time she’s older,” Miriam whispers, “he will have done it to her a thousand more times.”

There is nothing I can say to this, because it is most likely true.

Miriam collapses in front of me. I have seen it dozens of times, strong mothers who simply go to pieces, like a starched sheet that melts at a breath of steam. She rocks back and forth, her arms crossed so tight at her waist that it doubles her over. “Mrs. Marx, . . . if there’s anything I can do for you . . .”

“What would you do if you were me?”

Her voice rises like a snake, tugs me forward. “You did not hear this from me,” I say quietly. “But I would take Rachel, and I would run.”

Minutes later, from my window, I see Miriam Marx searching through her purse. For her car keys, I think. And quite possibly, for her resolve.

•  •  •

There are many things Patrick loves about Nina, but one of the best things about her is the way she enters a room. Stage presence, that’s what his mother used to call it when Nina barreled into the Ducharme kitchen, helped herself to an Oreo from the cookie jar, and then paused, as if to give everyone else a chance to catch up to her. All Patrick knows is that his back can be to the door, and when Nina comes in, he can feel it—a tickle of energy on the nape of his neck, a snap to attention as every eye in the place turns toward her.

Today, he is sitting at the empty bar. Tequila Mockingbird is a cop hangout, which means it doesn’t really get busy until dinnertime. In fact, there have been times that Patrick has wondered whether the establishment opens early simply to accommodate himself and Nina for their standing Monday lunches. He checks his watch, but he knows he is early—he always is. Patrick doesn’t want to miss the moment she walks in, the way her face turns unerringly to his, like the needle of a compass at true north.

Stuyvesant, the bartender, flips over a tarot card from a deck. From the looks of it, he’s playing solitaire. Patrick shakes his head. “That’s not what they’re for, you know.”

“Well, I don’t know what the hell else to do with ’em.” He is sorting them by suit: wands, cups, swords, and pentacles. “They got left behind in the ladies’ room.” The bartender stubs out his cigarette and follows the line of Patrick’s gaze toward the door. “Jesus,” he says. “When are you going to tell her?”

“Tell her what?”

But Stuyvesant just shakes his head and pushes the pile of cards toward Patrick. “Here. You need these more than I do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Patrick asks, but at that moment Nina walks in. The air in the room hums like a field full of crickets, and Patrick feels something light as helium filling him, until before he knows it he has gotten up from his seat.

“Always a gentleman,” Nina says, tossing her big black purse beneath the bar.

“And an officer, too.” Patrick smiles at her. “Go figure.”

She isn’t the girl who used to live next door, hasn’t been for years. Back then she had freckles and jeans with holes at the knees and a ponytail yanked so tight it made her eyes pull at the corners. Now, she wears pantyhose and tailored suits; she has had the same short-bob hairstyle for five years. But when Patrick gets close enough, she still smells like childhood to him.

Nina glances at his uniform as Stuyvesant slides a cup of coffee in front of her. “Did you run out of clean laundry?”

“No, I had to spend the morning at an elementary school talking about Halloween safety. The chief insisted I wear a costume, too.” He hands her two sugars for her coffee before she asks. “How was your hearing?”

“The witness wasn’t found competent.” She says this without betraying a single emotion on her face, but Patrick knows her well enough to realize how much it’s killing her. Nina stirs her coffee, then smiles up at him. “Anyway, I have a case for you. My two o’clock meeting, actually.”

Patrick leans his head on his hand. When he went off to the military, Nina was at law school. She’d been his best friend then, too. Every other day that he was serving on the USS John F. Kennedy in the Persian Gulf, he received a letter from her, and through it, the vicarious life he might have had. He learned the names of the most detested professors at U of Maine. He discovered how terrifying it was to take the bar exam. He read about falling in love, when Nina met Caleb Frost, walking down a brick path he’d just laid in front of the library. Where is this going to take me? she had asked. And Caleb’s answer: Where do you want it to?

By the time Patrick’s enlistment was up, Nina had gotten married. Patrick considered settling down in places that rolled off the tongue: Shawnee, Pocatello, Hickory. He went so far as to rent a U-Haul truck and drive exactly one thousand miles from New York City to Riley, Kansas. But in the end, it turned out that he’d learned too well from Nina’s letters, and he moved back to Biddeford, simply because he could not stay away.

“And then,” Nina says, “a pig leaped into the butter dish and ruined the whole dinner party.”

“No shit?” Patrick laughs, caught. “What did the hostess do?”

“You’re not listening, Patrick, goddammit.”

“Sure I am. But Jesus, Nina. Brain matter on the passenger seat visor that doesn’t belong to anyone in the car? Might as well be a pig in the butter dish you’re talking about.” Patrick shakes his head. “Who leaves his cerebral cortex behind in someone else’s rig?”

“You tell me. You’re the detective.”

“Okay. My best guess? The car’s been reconditioned. Your defendant bought it used, never knowing that the previous owner drove to a secluded rest stop and blew his brains out in the front seat. It got cleaned up well enough for resale value . . . but not for the indomitable Maine State Lab.”

Nina stirs her coffee, then reaches across to Patrick’s plate to take a French fry. “That’s not impossible,” she admits. “I’ll have to trace the car.”

“I can get you the name of a guy we used as an informant once—he ran a reconditioning business before he started dealing.”

“Get me the whole file. Leave it in my mailbox at home.”

Patrick shakes his head. “I can’t. That’s a federal offense.”

“You’re kidding,” Nina laughs. “It’s not like you’re leaving a bomb.” But Patrick doesn’t even smile; for him the world is a place of rules. “Fine, then. Leave it outside the front door.” She glances down as her beeper sounds, pulls it from the waistband of her skirt. “Oh, damn.”

“Problem?”

“Nathaniel’s preschool.” She takes her cell phone from her black bag and dials a number. “Hi, it’s Nina Frost. Yes. Of course. No, I understand.” She hangs up, then dials again. “Peter, it’s me. Listen, I just got a call from Nathaniel’s school. I have to go pick him up, and Caleb’s at a job site. I’ve got two motions to suppress on DUIs; can you cover for me? Plead the cases, I don’t care, I just want to get rid of them. Yeah. Thanks.”

“What’s the matter with Nathaniel?” Patrick asks as she slips the phone back into her bag. “Is he sick?”

Nina looks away from him; she almost seems embarrassed. “No, they specifically said he wasn’t. We got off to a rocky start today; I’m betting he just needs to sit on the porch with me and regroup.”

Patrick has spent plenty of hours on the porch with Nathaniel and Nina. Their favorite game in the fall is to bet Hershey’s kisses on which leaf will drop from a given tree first. Nina plays to win, just like she does with everything else in her life, but then she claims she is too stuffed to reap the bounty and she donates all her chocolate to Nathaniel. When Nina is with her son, she seems—well, brighter, more colorful—and softer. When they are laughing with their heads bent close, Patrick sometimes sees her not as the attorney she is now but as the little girl who was once his partner in crime.

“I could go get him for you,” Patrick suggests.

“Yeah, you just can’t leave him in my mailbox.” Nina grins and grabs the other half of Patrick’s sandwich from his plate. “Thanks, but Miss Lydia made a personal request to see me, and believe me, you don’t want to get on that woman’s bad side.” Nina takes a bite, then hands the rest to Patrick. “I’ll call you later.” She hurries out of the bar before Patrick can say good-bye.

He watches her go. Sometimes he wonders if she ever slows down, if she’s moving so fast through her own life that she cannot even realize the physics of the trajectory she’s taken: Bend the curve of time, and even yesterday looks unfamiliar. The truth is, Nina will forget to call him. And Patrick will phone her instead and ask if Nathaniel is all right. She’ll apologize and say she meant to get back to him all along. And Patrick . . . well, Patrick will forgive her, just like he always does.

•  •  •

“Acting out,” I repeat, looking Miss Lydia in the eye. “Did Nathaniel tell Danny again that I’d put him in jail if he didn’t share the dinosaurs?”

“No, this time it’s aggressive behavior. Nathaniel’s been ruining other children’s work—knocking down block structures, and at one point he scribbled over a little girl’s drawing.”

I offer my most winning smile. “Nathaniel wasn’t quite himself this morning. Maybe it’s some kind of virus.”

Miss Lydia frowned. “I don’t think so, Mrs. Frost. There are other incidents . . . he was climbing the swing set today, and jumping off the top—”

“Kids do that kind of thing all the time!”

“Nina,” Miss Lydia says gently, Miss Lydia who in four years has never used my first name, “was Nathaniel speaking before he came to school this morning?”

“Well, of course he—” I begin, and then I stop. The bed-wetting, the rushed breakfast, the black mood—there is much I remember about Nathaniel that morning, but the only voice I hear in my mind is my own.

•  •  •

I would know my son’s voice anywhere. Pitched and bubbled; I used to wish I could bottle it, like the Sea Witch who stole from the Little Mermaid. His mistakes—hossipal and pisghetti and apple spider—were speed bumps that might keep him from growing up too soon; correct them and he’d reach that destination long before I was ready. As it is, things are already changing too quickly. Nathaniel no longer mixes up his pronouns; he has mastered dipthongs—although I sorely miss hearing him say brudder like a Bowery cop. Just about the only hiccup in speech I can still lay claim to is Nathaniel’s absolute inability to pronounce the letters L and R.

In my memory, we are sitting at the kitchen table. Pancakes—shaped like ghosts, with chocolate chip eyes—are stacked high in front of us, along with bacon and orange juice. A big breakfast is the way we bribe Nathaniel on the Sundays that Caleb and I feel guilty enough to go to Mass. The sun hits the lip of my glass and a rainbow spills onto my plate. “What’s the opposite of left,” I ask.

Without missing a beat, Nathaniel says, “White.”

Caleb flips a pancake. As a kid, he lisped. Listening to Nathaniel brings abject pain, and the belief that his son will be teased mercilessly, too. He thinks we should correct Nathaniel, and asked Miss Lydia if Nathaniel’s pronunciations could be fixed by a speech pathologist. He thinks a child going into kindergarten next year should have the eloquence of Laurence Olivier. “Then what’s the opposite of white?” Caleb asks.

“Bwack.”

“Rrrright,” Caleb stresses. “Try it. Rrrrright.”

“Wwwwhite.”

“Just leave it, Caleb,” I say.

But he can’t. “Nathaniel,” he presses, “the opposite of left is right. And the opposite of right is . . .?”

Nathaniel thinks about this for a moment. “Ewase,” he answers.

“God help him,” Caleb mutters, turning back to the stove.

Me, I just wink at Nathaniel. “Maybe He will,” I say.

•  •  •

In the parking lot of the nursery school, I kneel down so that Nathaniel and I are face-to-face. “Honey, tell me what’s wrong.”

Nathaniel’s collar is twisted; his hands are stained red with fingerpaint. He stares at me with wide, dark eyes and doesn’t say a thing.

All the words he isn’t speaking rise in my throat, thick as bile. “Honey,” I repeat. “Nathaniel?”

We just think he needs to be at home, Miss Lydia had said. Maybe you can spend this afternoon with him. “Is that what you need?” I ask out loud, my hands sliding from his shoulders to the soft moon of his face. “Some quality time?” Smiling hard, I fold him into a hug. He is heavy and warm and fits into my arms seamlessly, although at several other points in Nathaniel’s life—his infancy, his toddlerhood—I have been certain that we matched equally as well.

“Does your throat hurt?” Shake.

“Does anything hurt?” Another shake.

“Did something upset you at school? Did someone say something that hurt your feelings? Can you tell me what happened?”

Three questions, too many for him to process, much less answer. But that doesn’t keep me from hoping that Nathaniel is going to respond.

Can tonsils become so swollen they impede speech? Can strep come on like lightning? Doesn’t meningitis affect the neck first?

Nathaniel parts his lips—here, he’s going to tell me now—but his mouth is a hollow, silent cavern.

“That’s okay,” I say, although it isn’t, not by a long shot.

•  •  •

Caleb arrives at the pediatrician’s office while we are waiting to be seen. Nathaniel sits near the Brio train set, pushing it in circles. I’m glaring daggers at the receptionist, who doesn’t seem to understand that this is an emergency, that my son is not acting like my son, that this isn’t a goddamned common cold, and that we should have been seen a half hour ago.

Caleb immediately goes to Nathaniel, curling his big body into a play space meant for children. “Hey, Buddy. You’re not feeling so great, huh?”

Nathaniel shrugs, but doesn’t speak. He hasn’t spoken now in God knows how many hours?

“Does something hurt, Nathaniel?” Caleb says, and that’s about all I can take.

“Don’t you think I’ve already asked him?” I explode.

“I don’t know, Nina. I haven’t been here.”

“Well, he isn’t talking, Caleb. He isn’t responding to me.” The full implications of this—the sad truth that my son’s illness isn’t chicken pox or bronchitis or any of a thousand other things I could understand—make it hard to stand upright. It’s the strange things, like this, that always turn out to be awful: a wart that won’t go away, which metastasizes into cancer; a dull headache that turns out to be a brain tumor. “I’m not even sure if he’s hearing what I say to him, now. For all I know it’s some . . . some virus that’s attacking his vocal cords.”

“Virus.” There is a pause. “He was feeling sick yesterday and you shoved him off to school this morning, regardless—”

“This is my fault?”

Caleb just looks at me, hard. “You’ve been awfully busy lately, that’s all I’m saying.”

“So I’m supposed to apologize for the fact that my job isn’t something I can do on my own clock, like yours? Well, excuse me. I’ll ask if the victims would be kind enough to get raped and beaten at a more convenient time.”

“No, you’ll just hope that your own son has the good sense to get sick when you’re not scheduled in court.”

It takes me a moment to respond, I’m that angry. “That is so—”

“It’s true, Nina. How can everyone else’s kid be a priority over your own?”

“Nathaniel?”

The soft voice of the pediatric nurse practitioner lands like an ax between us. She has a look on her face I cannot quite read, and I’m not sure if she’s going to ask about Nathaniel’s silence, or his parents’ lack of it.

•  •  •

It feels like he’s swallowed stones, like his neck is full of pebbles that shift and grind every time he tries to make a sound. Nathaniel lies on the examination table while Dr. Ortiz gently rubs jelly under his chin, then rolls over his throat a fat wand that tickles. On the computer screen she’s wheeled into the room, salt and pepper blotches rise to the surface, pictures that look nothing like him at all.

When he crooks his pinky finger, he can reach a crack in the leather on the table. Inside it’s foam, a cloud that can be torn apart.

“Nathaniel,” Dr. Ortiz says, “can you try to speak for me?”

His mother and father are looking at him so hard. It reminds him of one time at the zoo, when Nathaniel had stood in front of a reptile cage for twenty whole minutes thinking that if he waited long enough, the snake would come out of its hiding place. At that moment he’d wanted to see the rattlesnake more than he’d ever wanted anything, but it had stayed hidden. Nathaniel sometimes wonders if it was even in there at all.

Now, he purses his mouth. He feels the back of his throat open like a rose. The sound rises from his belly, tumbling over the stones that choke him. Nothing makes its way to his lips.

Dr. Ortiz leans closer. “You can do it, Nathaniel,” she urges. “Just try.”

But he is trying. He is trying so hard it’s splitting him in two. There is a word caught like driftwood behind his tongue, and he wants so badly to say it to his parents: Stop.

•  •  •

“There’s nothing extraordinary on the ultrasound,” Dr. Ortiz says. “No polyps or swelling of the vocal cords, nothing physical that might be keeping Nathaniel from speaking.” She looks at us with her clear gray eyes. “Has Nathaniel had any other medical problems lately?”

Caleb looks at me, and I turn away. So I gave Nathaniel Tylenol, so I’d prayed for him to be all right because I had such a busy morning coming. So what? Ask nine out of ten mothers; they all would have done what I did . . . and that last one would have thought hard about it before discounting the idea.

“He came home from church yesterday with a stomachache,” Caleb says. “And he’s still having accidents at night.”

But that’s not a medical problem. That’s about monsters hiding under the bed, and bogeymen peering in the windows. It has nothing to do with a sudden loss of speech. In the corner, where he is playing with blocks, I watch Nathaniel blush—and suddenly I’m angry with Caleb for even bringing it up.

Dr. Ortiz takes off her glasses and rubs them on her shirt. “Sometimes what looks like a physical illness isn’t,” she says slowly. “Sometimes these things can be about getting attention.”

She doesn’t know my son, not nearly as well as I do. As if a five-year-old might even be capable of such Machiavellian plotting.

“He may not even be consciously aware of the behavior,” the doctor continues, reading my mind.

“What can we do?” Caleb asks, at the same moment I say, “Maybe we should talk to a specialist.”

The doctor responds to me, first. “That’s exactly what I was going to suggest. Let me make a call and see if Dr. Robichaud can see you this afternoon.”

Yes, this is what we need: an ENT who is trained in this sort of illness; an ENT who will be able to lay hands on Nathaniel and feel an impossibly small something that can be fixed. “Which hospital is Dr. Robichaud affiliated with?” I ask.

“He’s up in Portland,” the pediatrician says. “He’s a psychiatrist.”

•  •  •

July. The town pool. A hundred and two degrees in Maine, a record.

“What if I sink?” Nathaniel asked me. I stood in the shallow end, watching him stare at the water like it was quicksand.

“Do you really think I’d let you get hurt?”

He seemed to consider this. “No.”

“All right then.” I held out my arms.

“Mom? What if this was a pit of lava?”

“I wouldn’t be wearing a bathing suit, for one.”

“What if I get in there and my arms and legs forget what to do?”

“They won’t.”

“They could.”

“Not likely.”

“One time is all it takes,” Nathaniel said gravely, and I realized he’d been listening to me practice my closings in the shower.

An idea. I rounded my mouth, raised my arms, and sank to the bottom of the pool. The water hummed in my ears, the world went slow. I counted to five and then the blue shimmied, an explosion just in front of me. Suddenly Nathaniel was underwater and swimming, his eyes full of stars and his mouth and nose blowing bubbles. I caught him tight and broke the surface. “You saved me,” I said.

Nathaniel put his hands on either side of my face. “I had to,” he said. “So you could save me back.”

•  •  •

The first thing he does is draw a picture of a frog that is eating the moon. Dr. Robichaud doesn’t have a black crayon, though, so Nathaniel has to make the night sky blue. He colors so hard the crayon breaks in his hand, and then wonders if someone is going to yell at him.

No one does.

Dr. Robichaud told him he could do anything he wanted, while everyone sat around and watched him play. Everyone: his mom and dad, and this new doctor, who has hair so white-yellow that he can see her scalp underneath, beating like a heart. The room has a gingerbread-style dollhouse, a rocking horse for kids younger than Nathaniel, a beanbag chair shaped like a baseball mitt. There are crayons and paints and puppets and dolls. When Nathaniel moves from one activity to another, he notices Dr. Robichaud writing on a clipboard, and he wonders if she is drawing too; if she has the missing black crayon.

Every now and then she asks him questions, which he couldn’t answer even if he wanted to. Do you like frogs, Nathaniel? And: That chair is comfortable, don’t you think? Most of the questions are stupid ones that grown-ups ask, even though they don’t really want to listen to the answers. Only once has Dr. Robichaud said something that Nathaniel wishes he could respond to. He pushed the button on a chunky plastic tape recorder and the sound that came out was familiar: Halloween and tears all rolled together. “Those are whales singing,” Dr. Robichaud said. “Have you ever heard them before?”

Yes, Nathaniel wanted to say, but I thought it was just me, crying on the inside.

The doctor starts to talk to his parents, big words that slide in his ear and then turn tail and run away like rabbits. Bored, Nathaniel looks under the table again for the black crayon. He smoothes the corners of his picture. Then he notices the doll in the corner.

It’s a boy doll, he sees that the minute he turns it over. Nathaniel doesn’t like dolls; he doesn’t play with them. But he is tugged toward this toy, lying twisted on the floor. He picks it up and fixes the arms and the legs, so that it doesn’t look like it’s hurt anymore.

Then he glances down and sees the blue crayon, broken, still curled in his hand.

•  •  •

How clichéd is this: The psychiatrist brings up Freud. Somatoform disorder is the DSM-IV term for what Sigmund called hysteria—young women whose reaction to trauma manifested itself into valid physical ailments without any etiological physical cause. Basically, Dr. Robichaud says, the mind can make the body ill. It doesn’t happen as often as it did in Freud’s day, because there are so many more acceptable outlets for emotional trauma. But every now and then it still happens, most often in children who don’t possess the right vocabulary to explain what’s upsetting them.

I glance over at Caleb, wondering if he’s buying any of this. The truth is, I just want to get Nathaniel home. I want to call an expert witness I once used, an ENT in New York City, and ask him for a referral to a specialist in the Boston area who can look at my son.
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